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 Diachronic research has shown that ASL signs have tended to move from the periphery 
to the central signing space (the rectangle that covers the area from the top of the head to the 
waist, from shoulder to shoulder, and a foot in front of the signer) (Frishberg 1975). This paper, 
part of the first large-scale study of phonological, syntactic, and lexical variation in the sign 
language variety used by Deaf African Americans (commonly known as Black ASL), tests 
claims that Black Deaf signers use a bigger signing space (i.e. signs that exceed the central 
signing space, therefore older variants) than White signers (Aramburo 1989; Lewis et al. 1995). 
We elicited 24 structured and 21 free narrative video samples from Black and White signers in 
several Southern states. Transparent grid lines were transposed onto the video samples, aligned 
with their rectangular signing spaces. We then coded the discrete signing spaces on the signers 
using a language archiving and annotation software tool, ELAN.  
 Multivariate analysis of 2,250 signs reveals that variation in the size of the signing space 
is constrained by both linguistic and social factors including grammatical category, age, gender, 
and race. Thirty-eight percent of the signs analyzed extended beyond the unmarked signing 
space and Black signers were more likely than White signers to use a larger space. Results for 
age, however, show that younger white signers have converged with younger Black signers 
with respect to this variable. Older Black signers, who attended segregated schools, produced 
more signs that extend beyond the unmarked signing space than their White counterparts; 
young White signers produced as many signs beyond the unmarked space as Black signers of 
any age. We explore the implications of these results for the development of Black ASL, 
particularly the use of more traditional forms by Black signers.  
  


